Tape #67 


VERNAL HISTORY 1900-1930 


Lecture by David Singer 

David Singer [Singer]: I'd like to once again thank you all for coming. This is the second of four 
lectures on the history of Vernal. This evening we'll be covering 1900 to 1930. The other two 
lectures that follow will be on the third Tuesday of the next two months. So it will be the third 
Tuesday of October and the third Tuesday of November. 

The next lecture, the October lecture, will cover 1930 to 1950 and we will have some 
films that the library has obtained and have a copy made that show Vernal in 1939. It's a forty- 
five minute compilation of five separate films, is it? Yeah, it's a movie that will show Vernal in 
1939. 

What I'd like to do this evening is again highlight some of the events occurring in Vernal, 
the major events, between 1900 and 1930 and show you some more pictures of what the city 
looked like and some of the major buildings in Vernal; and also once again for those of you who 
attended the last lecture, to look at some of the Sanborn maps. I will primarily be concentrating 
on the earlier period because the early part of this century seemed to be a time of great growth in 
Vernal. I'll talk about the reason why specifically as I get into the lecture. 

One of the major events that happened in Vernal right after the turn of the century, or 
shortly after the turn of the century, was the opening of the Indian reservation to white 
settlement. As you may recall if you were here last time, the Indian reservation was created in 
1861 by President Abraham Lincoln, and the Ute Indians were settled there as a result of the 
treaty signed in 1865 in Spanish Fork, and later problems that some of the Ute Indians had in 
Colorado in 1879, specifically the Meeker Massacre. 

The reservation totaled approximately 2.5 million acres when it was originally created. 
By the time the reservation was opened for settlement, that had been significantly reduced. So 
the Indians had seen their land dwindle from 2.5 million acres to a relatively small amount. Over 
one million of the 2.5 million acres were set aside as national forest by President Theodore 
Roosevelt, and that was part of the Uintah National Forest which we drive through on the way 
out from Salt Lake. Another 61,000 acres were set aside for reservoir sites, specifically 
Strawberry Reservoir, that being the largest, which was one of the first reclamation projects in 
the West. Another 2,000 acres of the Indian Reservation were set aside, or maybe taken away is a 
better term, for mining claims. Almost 4,000 were taken away again when Ft. Duchesne was 
established in the 1880s, and approximately one million acres for over 5,000 homestead claims 
were established when the reservation was opened for white settlement in 1905, August 28th to 
be specific. 

Now, the process that was used was one that was used previously and was going to be 
used again, and it involved a registration process where you went to a certain site and you 
registered to, it was kind of like a raffle, I guess, or a lottery, you registered to be eligible for the 
lottery, and then they drew lots to see who the people were that would be allowed to file claims. 
The places of registration for the opening of the Uintah Reservation were Vernal, Price, and 
Provo, Utah, and also Grand Junction, Colorado. The registration was to last for a period of sixty 
days. We are talking about a possibility of 5,700 some odd allotments that would be handed out 
to white settlers for the reservation and the application number was over 37,000. So it was 
approximately one out of every seven. 

More than half of the people who registered for the lottery were from Utah. The others, 
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many were from Colorado and others were from all over the U.S. at that time. The drawing was 
done in Provo on August 17, 1905, and schoolboys were the ones who drew the lots. I don't 
know if I'll be able to, but I would like to do some more checking and see if any of those 
schoolboys are still around, the one who drew the first lot. I haven't done the research as deeply 
for that, but it would be interesting to see if any of them are still around or that remember that, 
you know, that day. 

We have a couple of pictures, this came out of a book. By the way, my colleague here is 
David Ahrnsbrak, who is going to be not only operating the equipment, but also bailing me out. 
This came out of a book that David owns, it's called The American Review of Reviews and it's 
kind of like the Time or Newsweek of its day. David has found volumes that he owns. One of the 
1905 entries was the Uintah land opening. In fact, this was the article where I got the information 
on the number of acres that was taken away from the Ute Indians. It's kind of a dark photo, but 
this is a photo of the drawing. Standing up here next to this barrel, or container, is one of the 
schoolboys and these are some of the people that have registered. They are waiting for the results 
of the drawing. 

One of the results of the opening of the reservation was not only the shrinking of the 
reservation and the opening of this area for white settlement, but it also had a rather profound 
effect on the Utes. As a result of the opening of the reservation, some of the Ute Indians, 
particularly members of the White River band, gathered in this area with a plan to march to 
South Dakota and join up with the Sioux and fight the federal government — literally fight them, I 
don't mean fight them in court. 

The Utes began their march, they were then confronted by some U.S. Cavalry and 
escorted to the Sioux Reservation, the rest of the way, in South Dakota. Unfortunately, they 
found that the Sioux, who had once been a very powerful nation, were in not much better shape 
than they were. They had hoped that the Sioux would be able to give them some land, and as I 
said, join with them in the fight with the federal government; but the Sioux had no land to give. 
What resulted finally was that the Utes were escorted to a Cheyenne Reservation where they 
remained for two years, and in 1908 they asked to be escorted back to the Uintah Reservation 
here in Utah. 

So it was not a very pleasant experience for the Ute Indians, although it did contribute 
greatly to the growth of this area in terms of white population. So the opening of the reservation 
is one major event that contributed to the growth of Vernal right after the turn of the century. The 
historians that have written about the time called the post opening of the reservation a land rush. 
Much of the land was thought to be very rich in minerals, but some of that has not proven to be 
the case. 

Another event that occurred after the turn of the century was the completion of the Uintah 
Railway. With the discovery and the application of the mineral Gilsonite in this area, a branch of 
the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad was built from Mack, Colorado, to Dragon, Utah, which is 
some fifty miles southeast of Vernal. After the completion of the railroad, there has been talk 
ever since about the railroad coming into Vernal. In fact, there's still talk of it as we heard at a 
Chamber of Commerce luncheon earlier this year. There's still talk of the railroad finally coming 
to Vernal. Whether that will actually happen, it remains to be seen. 

A wagon road was then built between Dragon and Vernal called the Uintah Toll Road. 
That was completed also in 1905 and it became a major artery for mail and also passengers and 
freight. In addition to the toll road and railroad, a couple of femes were built, crossing places for 
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freight and for wagons. One was built on the road between Bonanza and Ft. Duchesne, and the 
other at Alhandra near Jensen. In 1911 the railroad was extended to Watson and Rainbow with 
plans later on to extend it to Vernal, but those plans never came through. The railroad ran until 
May of 1939, that's a little bit past our period, but by that time, it was no longer serving its 
purpose. Most of the rails were already ripped up by the following year, 1940. The Uintah 
Railway built their station at First South and Vernal Avenue, and that building is still standing. 
That building was built in 1905. 

A third event that I wanted to talk about during the post tum-of-the-century period was 
the final disposal by the government of the area known as "The Strip." The Strip was a 7000-acre 
triangular-shaped piece of land on the Indian reservation that was separated from the reservation 
in 1888 because of Gilsonite being found on the reservation. Mining claims in the area were 
allowed and the area, because of a conflict of jurisdiction, because of a confusion as to who had 
jurisdiction over the area, whether it was the federal government or the local law enforcement 
agencies, the area became notorious for it's vice — saloons and prostitution were quite 
commonplace. 

There are stories also of murders that occurred there, shootouts and such. The area was 
finally sold by the government in 1906 at a price of $1.25 an acre which is pretty unbelievable 
considering the possibilities there were for development of the Gilsonite there. The local 
historical society has just done a tour of the area. Unfortunately I couldn't attend, but David did 
attend and told me some things that they had seen, and it sounds very interesting. I hope to be 
able to do some more research on that before I'm finished here. 

So, those are some of the things that were occurring around Vernal at that time. What I 
would like to do now is talk a little about more local events and some of the buildings that were 
built at this time and read some things out of the Vernal Express concerning industry at the time. 

This quote comes out of the Vernal Express, February 24, 1900: “Vernal is now having 
quite a building boom. Work is commenced on the new stake tabernacle which will cost 
$25,000.” That was the estimate at that time. “The new court house at a cost” (these are other 
buildings that were proposed at the time) “a new court house at a cost of $14,000." The bid that 
came in on the courthouse was $13,000, I'll talk a little bit more about that later on. “A 
department store building for the Ashley Co-op, a Methodist chapel, a hospital, a new school 
house at Naples and a large smelting plant in the Jesse Ewing district. There is strong talk of a 
new Central school house for Vernal in the near future, as well as a bank and another department 
store. Besides these, there will also be an unusual number of private residences built in the 
county before the snows of another winter shall have covered the valley with a mantle of white.” 

Central School was built in 1900, as you know. We'll be showing you a floor plan of the 
school on the map in a little bit. Willcox Academy was built and dedicated in 1905 by the 
Congregational Church. It was purchased by the county in 1923 and became Uintah Jr. High 
School. These are all school buildings that I'm talking about now. Uintah High School... Did you 
have anything on the Willcox, am I going too fast? I'll back up a little bit. (showing slides) 

Unintelligible question. 

Singer: The courthouse? The bid came in at $13,000 by Grace Brothers of Nephi. They were the 
lowest bidder. There were three bids made on the building, and they were the lowest bid. The 
county commissioners unanimously awarded the contract to the Grace Brothers of Nephi. I have 
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some other information about the courthouse. There was talk initially about putting the jail in the 
basement of the courthouse. I'll give you the reason why it wasn't put there, which I thought was 
extremely amusing. Here it is: the jail was eventually located behind the courthouse. This quote 
is from June 23, 1900, the Vernal Express : 

A few days ago while the lots west of the courthouse were being irrigated, 
considerable water rose in the basement. It subsided however in a short time. This 
fact has caused the county commissioners to change their purpose regarding the 
jail. The plan was to place the steel cells of the jail in the basement of the 
courthouse, but because of the water, the idea has been abandoned. County Clerk 
Hanson who has a great deal of experience in rock work, pronounces the 
foundation a very good one. It is his opinion that the kind of rock used will stand 
as it has been well put in. The work on the building is being pushed forward with 
all possible speed. 


There was some controversy about the rock foundation used on the courthouse, as to 
whether it would stand up or not, because they thought the rock was too soft. They felt that they 
should use the same type of rock that was going to be used on the tabernacle rather than use the 
kind of rock that they did for the courthouse. 

David [Ahmsbrak], did you want to stick with the schools for a while? If you don't mind, 
we could finish up with those and that will be a little bit easier for me. The Willcox Academy, as 
I said, was built in 1903 by the Congregational Church. The church was built at the same time. 
The building was dedicated in 1905, purchased by the county in 1923, and used as the junior 
high school. Schools were also built at this time at Gusher, Lapoint, Tridell, Naples, Maeser, and 
Glines. Many of these schools were built because of the increase in white settlers in the area. 

The increase in white settlement, once again, was due to the opening of the Indian reservation. 

The Uintah High School originally, not originally but known prior to 1923 as the [Uintah] 
Stake Academy, was sold to the school district for $6,000 in 1923. It reopened that fall as Uintah 
High and a new building was built in 1925. Some of the other important buildings that were built 
during this period were, of course, the tabernacle built between 1900 and 1907 at a cost of, well I 
saw, $37,000 was one estimate. Seats approximately 1500, the architect was T.T. Davis of Provo, 
it was dedicated on August 24, 1907 and there is a local move on right now, as we found out 
about a week or so ago, to restore the tabernacle. We got some first-hand experience about that. 

For those of you who weren't here last time, the Sanborn maps again are insurance maps 
that are prepared for insurance purposes and they indicate through color what the building is 
made of, and also the size, any places where there might be sprinkler systems, the type of heating 
that is used, the type of light system, those kinds of things. This is a drawing of the tabernacle. 
Steam heat, electric lights, this is the seminary building behind, it used to be the seminary. 

(Unintelligible question.) 

Singer: David and I were fortunate to be allowed to tag along with the committee that is talking 
about restoring the tabernacle. We did a little research on what condition the tabernacle is in. 

We went up in the attic, and up into the tower here, and up into the cupola and down in the 
basement. Up in the attic, and the tower, and the cupola, we found a lot of dead birds to begin 
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with, but we also found out that the building, at least from our layman's point of view, is in pretty 
good shape. We think, at least those of us that were there, thought that a paint job would 
probably do a great deal for the building. The foundation and the basement looked fine. I don't 
think we saw any area of the basement at all that the rock foundation on it was cracked or 
anything like that, from what we looked at. So, hopefully, the building will be restored. I think, a 
personal opinion, I think it would be a travesty if that building was taken down, because there 
aren't that many buildings like this left. As many of them as we possibly can save, should be 
saved. 

By the way, I should mention the three paintings up here were done by David as a part of 
a grant to the public library. The courthouse, the Vernal street scene in 1928, and the Orpheus. 
We'll be talking about the Orpheus in a little bit. This is the Vernal Roller Mill that burned in 
1900. This is an article from the Express, April 21, 1900: 

Vernal Roller Mill has burned to the ground. The building, every dollar's worth of 
the machinery and over 5,000 bushels of wheat, are destroyed. Such is the story of 
the great conflagration last Monday. (So it burned down April 16, 1900.) The 
origin of the fire was without doubt a spark from the smoke stack. The building 
was a heavily framed solid structure, the tallest one in the city. The size was 40 
feet by 70 feet and consisted of three stories and a basement. The building alone 
cost $5,000 and the value of the property destroyed was easily over $27,000. 

(Unintelligible question.) 

Singer: That was at 5th North and Vernal Ave. Some of the information given, a capacity of 125 
barrels in twenty-five hours, night watchmen, no clock, power and lights — electric, city water, 
heat, stove. That's why these maps are so useful, because we can get that kind of information that 
is not available anywhere else, unless you might get the original blueprints which are very, very 
difficult to come by. 

Another building, a very important local building that was built during the period we are 
speaking of was the post office. Last time we showed some photos of the ground before the post 
office was built. They were taken in 1918. We'd like to show those to you again. That is the lot 
upon which the post office was built. This is a copy of the 1918 photograph. The post office itself 
was built in 1925. 

Woman: That's the old Vernal Milling Mill in the background there, isn't it? That must be the one 
that was rebuilt. 

Singer: It's the very same location. If you were upstairs in the Unique Shop [approximately 91 
West Main] and took a picture of the post office, that would be the same thing. 

This is looking the other way. 

SIDE TWO 

David Ahrnsbrak: We have an interior view of the liquor store [saloon] which would be right 
where the building the Unique Shop is in now connects with a little narrow section called a 
cuckoo building. Old bicycles and paint. 
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Singer: Very interesting, the ceiling tile. I have done some historical work in Park City recently 
and this kind of metal ceiling tile is coming back. There are companies that are putting catalogs 
out that will stamp various patterns of that old type of metal ceiling tile. 

This is a xerox of the Sanborn map, so there isn't any color on it. This is a 1917 map 
corrected to 1931. The post office is here, that wasn't built until '25. This was the First Ward 
meetinghouse, stake offices. (Further description of the map.) 

Doris Burton: When the library was there, it was next door to the saloon. They had trouble 
because drunks kept staggering in the library and they didn't like that. 

Unidentified person: Things haven't changed, Doris, (laughter) 

Doris: And the ladies didn’t like to go in the library next door to the saloon. 

Singer: None of these are labeled "saloon" unless possibly one of the S's may be a saloon. 
Ordinarily saloons were SAL. 

This period was also a period of bank-building in the area. The most famous, of course, is 
the Bank of Vernal building known as the Parcel Post Bank because the bricks were sent by 
parcel post rather than freight because it was cheaper. The postal laws were changed as a result 
of these bricks being shipped in. It limited any one shipment to two hundred pounds a day and 
any one package to seventy pounds rather than allowing all these wrapped crated bricks to be 
shipped in. That was 1916 when the bank was built. The Uintah State Bank building was also 
built during this period. 

Ahrnsbrak: We have a photograph showing construction. Right down in here you can see 
scaffolding and so forth on the original when the Uintah State Bank building was being built. 
Should I go ahead and show some of the street scenes that are from that period of time? 

Singer: Yes, why don't you do that. Also during this period, from 1900 to 1930, the cobble rock 
station was built. I could point out that this is the Acorn Mercantile here and Bracken Clothing, 
then that little Whitmore store, market, and the library. The Mode O’ Day building. The saloon 
was probably right here. There was an open space of about sixty-two feet here on this side of the 
street and there was an open space right in here. This was the cement block building that became 
the Commercial Hotel. I believe it was titled the Calder Building. These were like alley-ways. 

Ahrnsbrak: This went back to a lumber yard for a long time. Also, the hitching posts were out 
behind the back of the buildings. See the buggy tracks there. I've seen [the original] in Denver. 
The library will soon be getting copies of these. They were taken by a photographer that traveled 
through the area and took a number of photographs that turned into postcards. They are at the 
Denver Public Library. 

Singer: Right, they have the originals there. You can see the water wagon down here, spraying 
the street to keep the dust down. Also you can see big clouds of dust back here where he hasn't 
gone yet. Unfortunately, these xeroxes aren't the best. That whole block is still there, all that 
major block with the exception of the meat market that was at the end of the co-op block. 
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One of the reasons for having to cover up the front was the use of local brick which tends 
to be very soft. If you go over to the tabernacle building and look at it close up, you can see that 
some of the bricks have deteriorated because of the softness. They're almost like sandstone. If 
you go up and mb them, you'll get the grit from the brick will mb off. That type of brick does not 
take weathering very well. With the snow and the change in seasons, it's very difficult for that 
type of brick to survive. It's too bad really because, again personal opinion, I'd like to see them 
tear the metal off the front of the J.C. Penney building and go back to this stuff. I think it would 
make Vernal look a lot more like it should rather than try to be 1950-ish or ‘60-ish. 

Ahrnsbrak: This one shows a little better the construction of the Uintah State Bank. Also, Vernal 
Drug had moved from the Co-op block up into the Calder building here. 

Singer: When they refer to a block at this time, they don't mean a whole block. Ordinarily what 
they mean is a large building that has more than one business or a couple of stores and some 
residential property in it. So this was probably known as the Calder Block. 

Unidentified man: Whose building is the Calder Building? I'm curious, in this picture where was 
it located? 

Ahrnsbrak: About where the Sage is now. You notice the bath house is still open. 

Singer: As I mentioned last time, these buildings are probably only one story, but they built these 
fronts up to make them look bigger than they really are. 

Unidentified man: In the Sanborn maps last time, it looked like Vernal Avenue was the main 
business district, when did that change to Main Street? There are a lot more businesses on Vernal 
Avenue on those older maps than there were on Main Street. 

Ahrnsbrak: 1930's, I think. 

Singer: I don't know that that was really the case. There might have been more buildings, but I 
don't know if the main businesses were... I'm going to show those maps again on some slides, so 
if I might put your question off for a minute, we'll be able to talk more about that when we show 
them. 

Ahrnsbrak: This shows the back of the block. 
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Singer: Last time when we showed you the maps, we talked about all of the open space that was 
behind the buildings, we'll see that again tonight. We can see they were used for hitching 
purposes and also horse corrals and those generally were not included on the maps. 

Ahrnsbrak: This is the confectionery, it was located where the drive-in bank for Zion’s bank is 
now. I think that was tom down in about 73 or 74, wasn’t very long ago, this building here. This 
is the back of South Vernal Avenue. See the back of the buildings, the false front, we'll see these 
buildings in the Sanborn map. There were a lot of frame buildings. I believe in the '30s they had 
a real big fire that changed the face... 

(Unintelligible question.) 

Singer: I believe the hotel was right here, the Vernal Hotel that had a double porch on it. You're 
looking west. 

(Unintelligible question) 

Singer: No, you would be behind, this is Vernal Ave. Looking towards Ashton Square. 

Ahrnsbrak: These would all be the backs of the stores that are on the east side of South Vernal 
Avenue. 

Singer: Let me just kind of finish up the information I wanted to give you and then we'll talk a 
little more about the pictures and show you some of the maps. 

One other thing that I wanted to talk about were utilities, local utilities. As far as phones 
were concerned, I talked about the first phone line that was brought in from Ft. Duchesne in the 
1890s. The actual first phone company was established in 1907. The Uintah Telephone 
Company, ran a line to Price via Ft. Duchesne, and that line remained until 1917 and ‘18 when it 
was replaced. In 1933, which goes a little beyond the boundaries of this lecture, the phone 
company was sold to Mountain States Telephone Company, so it became part of what has 
become Mountain Bell. As far as natural gas is concerned, the first gas connection in a home was 
in August of 1929. The first lights were installed in private residences in 1908 after a power plant 
was built on Ashley Creek. Did you get a date on this, David? 

Ahrnsbrak: It was shortly after the war, when I was doing research on this doughboy painting, 
Main Street painting. This was one of the first transcontinental auto-caravans that crossed.... 
Yeah, they called it Victory Highway, it later became Highway 40. They stopped here in Vernal 
and had several photographs taken. You can see the rock tithing office behind the Co-op and also 
the Uintah Railway Station. The big cottonwood tree behind that was cut down not very long 
ago. 

You'll also notice the awnings on the store fronts. That's something people are going back 

to now. 

The railroad never got here, but there was a toll road that ran stages to the rail line at 
Dragon and the mail was brought in on stages. I don't know what they charged. I know that the 
ferries charged for crossing, but did we see a reference to fifty cents? 
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Ahrnsbrak: One of Mr. Reynolds’ poems, the man had the old mill on the corner, he referred to 
paying the fifty cents to cross on the ferry. 

That might have been a little later, that seems pretty steep to me. I'm not sure, I haven't 
come across anything in the newspaper about what they charged. The rock building is now part 
of the DUP museum, the front section of it. That was moved in '63, 1 think it was. You can still 
see the rock tithing office if you go to the Daughters of the Utah Pioneers Museum. 

This is Armistice Day? WWI rally. Says Lambert and Dyke State Agents on the wagon. 

Ahrnsbrak: This is the Alhandra Ferry, which was really the busiest ferry, a lot busier than the 
Jensen. There was another ferry at Ouray and one at Jensen. 

Unidentified woman: The ferry at Ouray cost a dollar, because I crossed it many times. 

Doris Burton: When the Burtons owned the ferry down in Jensen, my father-in-law talked about 
the Indians crossing and they didn't have money, but they gave him a horse sometimes, and all 
kinds of things that they made. 

Singer: The great Elephant Store was used as an advertisement technique. They just called it the 
Great Elephant Store. It had a big picture of an elephant on the side. 

Somebody asked last time about the sidewalks, I came across something in the newspaper 
about when the sidewalks were first put in. They were first put in in 1900. 1 have June 9, 1900. 
This is the north side of Main Street. 

June 9, 1900 in the Vernal Express: 

Grading is progressing nicely on the sidewalks and the laying of asphalt will 
commence in a short time. About two miles of sidewalks will be laid if the present 
purposes are carried out. It is the intention to lay walks a quarter of a mile on both 
sides of East and West Uintah Avenues and North and South Vernal Avenues. 

When this work is completed pedestrians can walk on pavements a quarter of a 
mile from the center of the city on either of the four principle streets. 

One thing we need also to talk about, then we'll go to the maps, is the Orpheus which was 
built in 1911. Vernal Avenue and First South, electric heat, stoves for heat, wood trusses. This 
says stage and scenery. So the stage was at the east end. 

Unidentified woman: Who does the Sanborn maps? Is it a private? 

Singer: It was a map company. I don't think they're in business anymore. I've tried to contact 
them. I got an address for them in San Francisco and New York and I wrote letters to both places 
and I've gotten both letters back saying no such number. 

Unidentified woman: Who did they do this for? 

Singer: They did it for insurance companies. People that insured the buildings wanted to know 
what the building was made of and that kind of thing, so they just went to towns and did this 
kind of thing. The University of Utah had one of the best collections in the West of Sanborn 
maps. That's where these copies came from. One copy here in town, which we will show you, is 
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this 1917 map that has paste-overs to 1931 that Francis Lennox let us borrow. You can come up 
and look at it after we're done. That's what the maps used to look like. The yellow are frame, the 
pink are brick and the blue are stone. 

Ahrnsbrak: Also during this period of time, the Episcopal Church was built, 
end 

Several comments inaudible and/or insignificant while watching the slides and looking at maps 
have been left out of this transcript. 
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